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foundations seemed to have been securely laid for old age pensions ; iocs
sugar was immediately a farthing a pound cheaper; there were
general congratulations on the soundness of the national finance
and the self-regarding prudence which had enabled debt to be
reduced at the rate of fourteen or fifteen "minions a year out of
taxation. On 27th May he introduced the Old Age Pensions Bill.
It was, as he told the King, a " modest and tentative " measure.
It gave (in its final form) 5s. a week to persons of the age of seventy
who had not more than £21 a year or 8s. a week of their own, and
smaller sums on a sliding scale down to Is. to those who had not
more than £31 10s. a year, or from 11s. to 12s. a week, with dis-
qualifications for paupers or habitual ne'er-do-weels. It was carried
through both Houses before the end of July, the attitude of the
Opposition being in general that of shaking their heads over a costly
and dangerous experiment which they were not prepared either to
approve or to run the risk of opposing. When it reached the Lords,
Lord Lansdowne said that the " arguments seemed to fri™ conclusive
against it," but that he feared the misrepresentation which would
follow if the Lords gave effect to that view. Lord Eosebery thought
that a " scheme so prodigal of expenditure " might be " dealing a
blow at the Empire which might be almost mortal/9 In the end the
Lords made certain amendments in Committee (including one for
limiting the duration of the Bill to seven years) which the Speaker
ruled out as breaches of the Commons privilege in dealing with
conditions under which money should be spent. The time had not
yet come when the Lords were ready to challenge the prerogative
of the Commons in this sphere, and after registering their protest in
a solemn resolution, they submitted. The Bill was hotly criticised
by Labour members as ungenerous and inadequate, and Asquith
throughout took the line that it was only a first step in the general
handling of the poverty problem, through sickness and unemploy-
ment insurance and the reform of the Poor Law which the
Government had in view. Merely as a first step it was immediately
an enormous boon to half a million old people, and to the end of Itis
life Asquith took a special pride in having blazed this trail.
m
The interminable education question occupied a considerable part
of the session and involved the Prime Minister in incessant and fruit-
less negotiations between Nonconformists and Churchmen.
"Rill Nh. i introduced on 24th February by Mr. McKenna, ;

